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Abstract 
The advent of online learning in tertiary education has changed the way students interact with 
institutions and undertake their studies. All students at Deakin University interact with their 
courses through an online learning environment. While online learning environments can be 
evaluated in a number of ways, the perceptions of the key users and their levels of satisfaction 
with the online learning environment are important measures. 
This paper presents results of a survey of students studying at Deakin University in 2005. The 
survey explored their perceptions of learning in the online environment. The results indicate that 
overall students were enthusiastic about learning in such an environment. The main advantages 
are the flexibility that it provides and the ability to study when it suits students. The 
disadvantages include technical issues such as speed of access, and the need to participate 
regularly. The size and spread of the responses suggest that these outcomes can be generalized 
for all students studying online. 
Introduction 
E-learning can be described in a number of ways. In the context of this research it describes 
learning processes and interactions between students and teachers that are supported by 
information and communication technologies (ICT). Compared with a more traditional learning 
environment, an e-learning environment can offer students an improved learning experience and 
‘provide a model for students on how to become self directed independent learners, which may 
assist them to become lifelong learners’ (Singh, O’Donoghue and Worton 2005). 
Recent studies have focused on examining issues related to implementation and evaluation of e-
learning in higher education (Singh et al 2005; Lefoe, Gunn and Hedberg 2002; Wang 2006). 
Others have focused on the evaluation of particular courses where online learning environments 
(OLEs) are used (Smith, Coldwell, Smith and Murphy 2005, Goold and Coldwell, 2005) or on 
investigating and evaluating tools and features used in OLEs as a whole or by particular student 
cohorts (Herrington and Oliver 2002). Where broad scale research of student evaluations of 
OLEs has been published the focus tends to be on the ICT aspects of the OLE. Publication of 
research on students’ perceptions of OLEs for learning across a University appears to be limited, 
and, in many cases emphasizes the negative effects of learning in OLEs (e.g. McNaught, 2004). 
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The research presented in this paper was undertaken as part of a Strategic Teaching and Learning 
Grant at Deakin University in 2005. The overall aim of the larger study was to investigate the 
impact of cultural diversity on OLEs. Cultural diversity is a potential hallmark of OLEs as greater 
numbers of students of diverse educational and cultural backgrounds as well as modes of study 
come together while studying in this learning mode. The larger study involved a literature review 
and data gathering through a series of focus groups with online teaching faculty at Deakin 
University, which was then benchmarked with international faculty. An online student survey was 
the final part of the study. This paper reports on particular outcomes from the student survey. In the 
survey, students were asked open-ended questions about the online environment and what they 
perceived the advantages and disadvantages of learning in that environment to be. 
Background 
Deakin University has used online communication to present teaching materials and support on- 
and off- campus students since 1981. It is committed to distance education, encouraging the use 
of ‘… a comprehensive learning environment through integrated networked technologies to 
enrich learning experiences for off-campus and multi-modal students as well as for on campus 
students’ (Deakin University, 2004). Courses at the University are presented in a mixture of 
modes. On-campus students encounter traditional, face to face teaching, but are supported by 
online technologies. Off-campus students are serviced through the online technologies as well as 
by traditional paper-based resources. The University endeavours to provide as similar a learning 
experience as possible to all students, regardless of mode of study or physical location. This is 
supported by the current OLE, which is implemented using WebCT Vista. 
In 2004 Deakin University had an enrolment of over 31,600 students across five faculties (Deakin 
University, 2005a). The majority of students (60%) studied on campus while 40% enrolled in off-
campus mode. Nearly 60% were full-time students and 57% were female. In a normal semester 
a full-time student would be expected to access up to four of some 1500 undergraduate or 700 
postgraduate course offerings via the OLE. A standard three-year degree is made up of 24 
courses of study completed over six semesters. Full-time students therefore normally undertake 
four courses per semester. 
As part of the University's commitment to preparing students for lifelong learning, it has 
mandated that every student must experience at least one wholly online course as part of their 
undergraduate degree programme (Deakin University, 2003). A wholly online course is defined 
as one where all teaching and administrative support is provided online. Essentially this means 
that there is no face to face teaching in the course at all. A key characteristic of a wholly online 
course is that it is designed to help students to develop their skills in communicating and 
collaborating in an online environment while studying the course curriculum. 
There are a further two levels of online presence defined by the University. A basic online 
presence entails administrative support, providing students with a first and main point of 
administrative contact for the course online. This is the lowest level of online capability and a 
minimum requirement for all courses. An extended online presence is one where at least one 
major teaching activity, such as lectures, tutorials, assessment or workshops, occurs wholly 
online or is significantly supplemented by online technologies.  
Methodology 
The aim of the survey was to ascertain students’ perceptions about their learning experience in 
the OLE. The questionnaire was the most appropriate method of collecting the data. Thomas 
(2004) suggests that survey research is an appropriate method for data collection when  
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 existing information does not answer the research questions;  
 a questionnaire is deemed to be a more suitable method than interviews, observation or 
experimentation to obtain the appropriate answers;  
 resources are in place to enable the questionnaire to be conducted; and  
 the data collected will be used. 
In the context of this research it was important to gather the opinions of as many students as 
possible to obtain a representative sample. According to Thomas (2004) representativeness 
means that what is learnt about the sample would be essentially the same if the entire population 
was included and thus generalizations can be made for the population as a whole. 
The questionnaire was posted on the Web in September 2005 and was made available for two 
weeks to all students enrolled at that time. The students received an invitation to participate via a 
message posted on the Student Portal as well as an announcement in the OLE. The incentive to 
participate was the opportunity to win an MP3 player and most participants elected to enter the 
prize draw. Students had to provide their student identification number for the prize draw but 
survey responses were collected into a separate database without the identification. The 
resulting data was therefore anonymous in accordance with the University ethical guidelines. 
The questions posed were based on similar surveys from the literature or developed by the 
researchers as they were likely to inform about online learning practices. The 60 questions 
covered: 
 demographics (age, gender, country of birth, language, cultural background) 
 studies at Deakin (mode of study and enrolment, enrolled faculty, major area of study, 
experience with online courses) 
 perceptions of the OLE 
 perceptions of group work 
 perceptions of their role as a student 
 expectations of learning generally, and of learning online. 
Most of the questions required a Likert type response from 1 to 5 where 1 indicated a ‘Strongly 
Agree’ to 5 indicating ‘Strongly Disagree’. There were a number of open-ended questions that 
required a free text response. NVivo (2005), a software tool that provides for qualitative analysis, 
was used to analyse the free text comments. 
The responses to two questions relating to perceptions about the OLE are the focus of this 
paper. The questions were: 
1 The advantages of online learning are… (please tick all that apply) 
2 The disadvantages of online learning are… (please tick all that apply) 
For the first question, 14 options were identified by the researchers. For the second question, 10 
options were identified. An ‘other’ option was provided for both questions to allow students to 
suggest other advantages and disadvantages not previously identified by the researchers. 
Results 
The total number of completed surveys was 2711 of which 10 were unusable and were therefore 
not included in the data analysis. The size and range of the student responses are considered to 
be representative of the student population as a whole. Table 1 lists the demographics of the 
students who responded to the survey. 
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  Total Number Percentage 
<20 389 14.4 
20–25 1367 50.6 
Age 
>25 945 35.0 
Male 1055 39.0 Gender 
Female 1646 61.0 
Full-time 1929 71.4 Mode of Study 
Part-time 772 28.6 
On-campus 1868 69.2 Mode of Enrolment 
Off-campus 833 30.8 
Australia 1838 68.0 
Asia region 441 16.3 
Country of Birth 
Other 442 15.7 
Yes 1487 55.0 Previously Completed an 
Online Unit? 
No 1214 45.0 
Table 1 Student Demographics 
There are some notable difference between the reported University demographics in 2004 and 
the sample here. The sample had a higher representation of females (4% more); students 
studying full-time (12% more); and off-campus students (10% more). Some of the differences 
can be attributed to differing demographics between the 2004 and 2005 University populations. 
The higher proportion of full-time and off-campus students amongst the respondents is most 
likely attributable to the fact that one method used to advertise the survey was through the OLE, 
hence attracting responses from those students who were more active in it. This does not 
invalidate the outcomes however as the research is targeting the perceptions of those students 
who use the OLE. 
The average (median) age was 23 and the most commonly occurring age groups were between 
18 and 25 years old. The majority (92%) of students were under 40 years old. The majority of 
respondents were female. Of those students born in Australia, two thirds (66%) were female 
compared to those born overseas where the percentage of males and females is 50% each. 
Some 68% of respondents identified themselves as having an Australian culture. Of the 
remaining 32%, half were of Asian culture (Chinese, Indian, Malaysian, Indonesian, etc.). There 
was also good representation in the sample with African, European (British, East and West 
European) and Middle-Eastern cultures. 
Online learning—advantages  
The responses to the question ‘The advantages of online learning are …’ are provided in Table 
2. In total 2674 respondents (99%) ticked at least one response to the question. This means that 
only 27 of respondents (1%) did not answer this question or did not believe that there were any 
advantages at all. Further, the total number of responses to this question was 16,182, which 
means that respondents identified on average six advantages each. 
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  Advantages Total Number 
Percentage of 
 Respondents 
A1 It allows me to work when I want to 2249 83.3 
A2 I can access readings online 1801 66.7 
A3 It is easy to use 1537 56.9 
A4 It provides a permanent record of discussions 1402 51.9 
A5 It makes it easy to ask questions 1370 50.7 
A6 It is easy to communicate with others in the class 1291 47.8 
A7 It provides all I need to know about my unit(s) 1128 41.8 
A8 I have time to reflect before I give my opinion 1121 41.5 
A9 I don’t have to attend lectures 1057 39.1 
A10 It provides greater access to staff 995 36.8 
A11 Different time zones do not cause problems 899 33.3 
A12 I can work with students from diverse cultures 752 27.8 
A13 I don’t have to read a text book 441 16.3 
A14 Other 139 5.1 
Table 2 Responses to ‘Advantages of online learning’ 
An examination of the list of advantages shows that most are related to flexibility of the OLE (A1, 
A2 and A9) and to communication benefits (A4, A5, A6, A8 and A10). 
  Other Advantages Total Number 
Percentage of  
 Other 
OA1 place 23 16.5 
OA2 resources 19 13.7 
OA3 learning 18 12.9 
OA4 interaction 17 12.2 
OA5 work 15 10.8 
OA6 flexibility 13 9.4 
OA7 access to staff/students 13 9.4 
OA8 family 12 8.6 
Table 3 Other advantages of online learning 
There were a total of 139 responses to the ‘other’ category. Most of the advantages had been 
anticipated by the researchers and listed as options for that question. A content analysis of all 
the comments was undertaken using the NVivo software. Themes where identified that 
generalised the intent (or intents) of each comment. The responses to ‘other advantages’ that 
were mentioned 10 or more times by respondents is shown in Table 3. 
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The majority of ‘other advantages’ reiterated themes already identified by the researchers, most 
being related to accessibility and interaction. Responses coded in OA1, place, referred to the 
ability to access learning resources from anywhere, emphasising the lifting of geographic 
boundaries that online learning affords. Even on-campus students appreciated this enhanced 
access to University resources. Further flexibility was more explicitly expressed in terms of time 
for family and work commitments (OA5, OA6 and OA8). For example: 
 It allows me to study when otherwise I would not be able to due to where I live and family and 
business commitments. 
 Can raise a family and gain a degree! 
The second theme in the other advantages category, interaction, is exemplified by responses 
OA2, OA3, OA4 and OA7. Respondents emphasised the availability and range of resources that 
online learning could provide as well as the permanence of online discussions and the ability to 
review lectures and other face to face activities through technologies such as audio streaming. 
The accommodation of different learning styles and some learning difficulties within the OLE 
(through accessibility and permanence of resources) was also emphasised. Time for reflection 
before contributing to discussions was also mentioned frequently by respondents. The ability to 
interact with both staff and students was particularly appreciated by off-campus students, a 
feature not available to them previously: 
 As an off-campus student DSO is my main contact with the university and other students, and 
as such is invaluable 
 Staff can communicate quickly to everyone 
Other benefits relating to language skills (a learning difficulty for some) and lifelong learning were 
also raised as exemplified by the following comments: 
 My English skills are not good enough to follow the process in the class. However, DSO 
makes me much easier to follow the unit process, as i (sic) can read various information by 
accessing DSO repeatedly whenever i (sic) want to. 
 It is realistic of what future working environments will be like, therefore preparing the students 
for the work force. 
Online learning—disadvantages  
The responses to the question ‘The disadvantages of online learning are …’ are provided in 
Table 3. In total 2260 respondents ticked at least one response to the question (83.7%). This 
means that 441 respondents (16.3%) did not answer this question or did not believe that there 
were any disadvantages worth noting. The total number of responses to this question was 5034. 
On average each respondent selected 1.9 items from this question, considerably less than to the 
advantages question. 
Ten disadvantages had been identified by the researchers and listed as options for the question. 
The two highest ranking disadvantages relate to technology issues (D1 and D2). However 744 
responses to the ‘other’ category indicate that the researchers had not identified all the 
disadvantages or at least students did not perceive these to be the same as those listed. 
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   Disadvantages Total Number Percentage of 
Respondents 
D1 It is too slow 996 36.9 
D2 I have to access it too often 808 29.9 
D3 Other 744 27.5 
D4 Some students dominate when online 688 25.5 
D5 My sessions keep on timing out 483 17.9 
D6 I don’t have easy access to the Internet 390 14.4 
D7 Different time zones can cause problems 226 8.4 
D8 It is difficult to use 219 8.1 
D9 Others will see my poor English 193 7.1 
D10 My opinions are not heard 161 6.0 
D11 I can’t type very well 126 4.7 
Table 4 Responses to ‘Disadvantages of Online Learning’ 
The comments associated with the ‘other’ category where analysed in the same way as the other 
advantages were. Many of the themes identified as advantages where also mention here as 
disadvantages. More specific issues relating to misbehaving technology were also identified. The 
responses to ‘other’ disadvantages that were mentioned 10 or more times by respondents are in 
Table 5. 
There are three distinct themes running through the other disadvantages—technical, interaction 
and learning, all of which extend the concerns identified by the researchers. 
Interaction was the single biggest negative factor identified by respondents in the ‘other 
disadvantages’ category. A variety of issues were raised from the lack of spontaneity of an online 
conversation, to the tyranny of managing Internet time, through to not giving advantage to non-
contributors: 
 I'm always cautious about providing information online which may assist the lurkers who do 
not contribute. 
Of particular concern is the high incidence of disadvantages related to staff in combination with 
interaction and feedback. More in-depth investigation of these comments suggests that 
respondents perceive a lack of commitment from staff to online communication and interaction 
as exemplified by the following comment: 
 Lecturer responses are often time lagged or not responded to for days. 
Technical issues included a range of factors such as difficulties in using the software (OD4), 
system outages, technical difficulties and lack of suitable IT access. There was also a perception 
that the OLE ‘is always down’, ‘too slow’ or ‘unreliable’ (OD5). A difficulty that occurred early in 
the semester was with assignment submissions online which was promptly fixed and students 
informed as to how to overcome the problem (OD17). 
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  Other Disadvantages Total Number 
Percentage of 
Other 
OD1 interaction 131 16.9 
OD2 staff 113 14.6 
OD3 feedback 82 10.6 
OD4 ease of use 72 9.3 
OD5 outages 66 8.5 
OD6 face to face 64 8.3 
OD7 technical difficulties 57 7.4 
OD8 learning 45 5.8 
OD9 team work 41 5.3 
OD10 information overload 40 5.2 
OD11 suitable IT access 35 4.5 
OD12 hardcopy 30 3.9 
OD13 resources 23 3.0 
OD14 motivation 21 2.7 
OD15 money 20 2.6 
OD16 system response 20 2.6 
OD17 assignment submission 16 2.1 
OD18 language 16 2.1 
OD19 IT literacy 12 1.6 
Table 5 Other disadvantages of online learning 
Finally, the learning theme includes responses coded OD6, OD8, OD9, OD10, OD12, OD13 and 
OD14. Many respondents did not appreciate the lack of face to face contact in wholly online 
courses, suggesting that they were mainly on-campus students. This issue was reiterated in 
OD8, indicating a preference for traditional lectures and tutorials. Some respondents had 
difficulties with the software due to an acknowledged lack of IT literacy skills (OD19). A 
particularly interesting disadvantage identified by the respondents was a problem with 
understanding others’ English, both of staff and students. This has ramifications for Deakin 
University in particular as it has a substantial cohort of students from overseas and staff whose 
first language is not English. 
Discussion 
The outcomes of the research presented here are in line with other similar University surveys. 
The OLE evaluation completed by the University earlier in 2005 concluded that in general 
students were satisfied with the OLE. But staff and student perceptions of what is important differ 
considerably. The report concluded that ‘individual lecturers are a critical determinant of the 
success or otherwise of the [OLE]’ (Deakin, 2005b). However, the detailed analysis of 
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respondents’ comments from this survey will help us move forward such generalisations, 
allowing specific issues to be addressed in ways which will mitigate their impact in the OLE. 
While it is preferred that on-campus students have access to their own computers, computer 
laboratories at Deakin University are open 24x7. The University requires off-campus students to 
have regular access to a computer and to the Internet. The University also suggests a minimum 
standard for the computer system that would allow efficient access to online student systems. 
However some students do not have such technology available to them other than access 
through Internet cafés, libraries or friends’ computers. Many who have a computer at home, are 
likely to share it with partners, parents or children. Those who use a work computer to access the 
OLE can have difficulties due to workplace firewalls and restrictions on software installation. 
Restricted computer and Internet access does not offer an ideal study environment. Many of the 
technical difficulties identified by respondents are aggravated if they do not have control of the 
software available on the computer they are using or have a slow or unreliable connection to the 
Internet. Further, difficulties with using the functionality in the OLE (such as assignment 
submission) were caused by using versions of browsers and/or Java not support by the OLE. 
This is an ongoing problem, particularly for Mac users. The minimum standard of system 
recommended by Deakin University does take the limitations of the OLE into account. Ideally 
browser technology is expected to be version and platform independent, therefore such software 
limitations need to be addressed from within the OLE rather than by the users of the OLE. 
The perception that the OLE is ‘always down’ appears to be unwarranted; according to University 
statistics it is very rarely down unexpectedly. However planned outages to apply fixes and 
upgrades usually occur near or during the weekend if they need to be done during the semester. 
For off-campus students the weekend is a period of high activity for their studies, so even if the 
outage is planned, it is still inconvenient. Further, anecdotal evidence suggests that many 
students assume the target system is down if they cannot reach it even though the outage may 
be elsewhere. 
An unexpected impact of weekend system maintenance activity undertaken by Information 
Technology Services Division (ITSD) at Deakin was a regular unexplained slowdown of the OLE 
on Monday mornings. After extensive investigation by ITSD, the cause was identified as 
weekend backups not finishing until midmorning on Monday, making network and other 
resources unavailable to the OLE. The perception that the OLE is slow has been exacerbated by 
this ‘Mondayitis’ as statistics maintained by ITSD on OLE usage indicate that students access 
the OLE most frequently on a Monday morning! 
Students have high expectations of service provision within the OLE which is perceived as not 
being met, as indicated by responses OD1, OD2 and OD3. Whether this perception is warranted 
is debatable. What is of concern is the fact that students expect staff to always respond 
immediately. The overall nature of OLEs in providing ‘round-the-clock’ access is expected to 
extend to human interactions as well. The problem here appears to be that respondents expect 
the highest level of service that they encounter in a course to extend to all courses, not 
appreciating that each has a different level of online capability and may have different 
administrative structures and learning requirements. The onus is thus on staff to ensure that the 
expectations students have are realistic for each course. 
A further issue is the expectation that students have about the role of the lecturer in an online 
course. Several studies (e.g. Frederickson et al, Herrington and Oliver) suggest that students 
perceive OLEs and other Web-supported courses as a second rate substitute for traditional, 
more-structured teaching and is being used as a cost-saving device by institutions. This is 
supported by the OLE evaluation report (Deakin 2005b) which found that ‘staff and student views 
of what is important … are not aligned’ in the OLE. Deakin has identified a range of graduate 
attributes, such as lifelong learning, which are important skills for all students. Consequently 
Deakin University adopted the policy that students complete at least one wholly online course. 
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The online learning strategy was never intended to be a cost saving measure. Further, if done 
well, it is a more expensive alternative to mass lectures. Students need to be better informed 
about the rational for adopting these different learning strategies and the impact this has on 
teaching methods used in courses. 
Many of the learning disadvantages described by students relate to new ways of social 
interaction within the environment. A co-ordinated strategy is required for students to acquire the 
generic skills needed to negotiate the OLE. Appropriate training, orientations and exposure to 
activities in the OLE leading up to wholly online courses is essential. Consequently, wholly online 
courses are not recommended in first year or for students new to online learning. 
Students do not seem to set aside time to conscientiously work on online course materials and 
are frustrated at having to spend precious time searching the OLE for new resources or 
resources appropriate to a current task. They would much rather be informed when new 
information or discussions are made available to maximize the effectiveness of the limited time 
they spend online. They would prefer ‘push’ technology rather than ‘pull’ technology. The ‘pull’ 
technology is inherent in the OLE as it doesn’t inform users when new resources or discussion 
postings are available. (WebCT Vista does have functionality that informs users when new 
discussion postings are available. However, this feature was switched off at the institutional level 
as it caused response times to slow down to unacceptable levels.) 
The recommendations for teaching in a distributed learning environment as outlined by Lefoe et 
al (2002) appear to support our findings. Students would like the following to be provided: 
 ‘Set me clear role expectations. 
 Guide me through the administrative nightmare 
 Talk to me 
 Provide opportunity to work and talk with other students 
 Choose the best medium for the task at hand 
 Teach me to use the technology 
 Provide resources that I can use 
 Let me know what support I need.’ 
Conclusions 
Despite the many disadvantages identified by respondents, the positive aspects far outweighed 
the negative ones. Students perceive online learning as a worthwhile experience when it 
provides flexibility, good resources, timely feedback, positive interactions and the technology 
works. Students however are expected to have suitable access to computers and the Internet. If 
they do not then the technology used in the OLE is blamed. 
Although staff have a focus on their own course they need to be aware that students see a 
number of courses and expect all to be delivered and resourced in the same way. Unless 
expectations are managed appropriately, students are often disappointed when what they 
perceive to be ‘good practice’ in one course is not offered in another, or may not realize that 
there are different levels of onlineness. Staff need to be more proactive, understand student 
needs and the characteristics of their students if they are to match their expectations. 
Students must be helped to become more efficient and effective online learners. One aspect is 
time management. The second most frequently cited disadvantage was ‘I have to access it (the 
OLE) too often’. At present students have to go to the OLE to discover if there is new 
information, tasks or discussion for them to read or action. One way in which they could manage 
their time more effectively is if they knew in advance when new resources appeared in the OLE. 
This is a feature not yet provided by most OLEs. 
Also ‘just-in-time’ and 24x7 are the modes of operation for many ‘technology savvy’ students. 
The University is unable to provide staffing 24x7 which would match their expectations. However, 
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improved communication of realistic expectations of interaction between staff and students 
would, in part, address this discrepancy. 
Future research will explore the use of mobile technologies to extend e-learning beyond the 
limitations imposed by current OLEs. 
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